Introduction to the interaction between gonadal steroids and the central nervous system.
The sex steroids are frequently referred to as the gonadal steroids and are erroneously assumed to be exclusively linked to the ovaries in women or the testes in men and the functions of the reproductive tract. This chapter will provide an overview of some of the extragonadal effects of these hormones, focusing on the central nervous system, and the mechanisms of hormone action. Hormone synthesis and metabolism within the CNS will be discussed with particular focus on the role of aromatase. Sex steroids exert many of their effects via intracellular receptors and these genomic responses tend to be slow in onset, however, some responses to steroids occur more quickly and are mediated via membrane receptors and involve interactions with many different transduction pathways to produce a diverse array of responses. These complexities do pose challenges but also offer opportunity for novel approaches for therapeutic exploitation as the pharmacological tools with which to modulate systems become increasingly available.